"Importantly, this work indicates that the structure of a plant's microbiome is under genetic control and that plants play an active role in the assembly of their root-associated [microbial] communities," Haney says. "These fındings have direct implications for the human microbiome, as salicylic acid and its derivatives are used topically for acne and orally for pain relief," adds Peter Turnbaugh from the University of California, San Francisco. "It would be fascinating to test if the use of these drugs induces similar changes in the skin or gut microbiomes as those seen in plants. More broadly, ongoing work in this area might uncover conserved host defense mechanisms that help distinguish microbial friend from foe."
Marcia Stone is a science journalist based in New
York City.
RESEARCH ADVANCES

NASA Satellite Data, Modeling Reveal Global Decline of Phytoplankton Barry E. DiGregorio
Global phytoplankton declined signifı-cantly during a recent 15-year periodfalling more than 1% per year from 1998 to 2012, according to Cecile S. Rousseaux and Watson W. Gregg of the National Aeronautics and Space Administration (NASA) Goddard Space Flight Center in Greenbelt, Md. This loss will reduce the carbon dioxide that these microorganisms take from the atmosphere, they note. Details appeared 16 October 2015 in Global Biogeochemical Cycles (doi:10.1002 .
Rousseaux, Gregg, and their collaborators base these conclusions on remotely sensed observations from a NASA satellite that were interpreted by means of a biochemical ecosystem model that was developed at the Godard Global Modeling and Assimilation Offıce. The main satellite observations follow changes in color along ocean surfaces as a means for determining concentrations of plankton-associated chlorophyll, the scientists point out. The decline in diatoms is one of several regional shifts observed among four types of phytoplankton that grow in the North Pacifıc, North Indian, and Equatorial Indian Oceans.
That model simulates complex biogeochemical processes in the global oceans and enables researchers to distinguish between large diatoms and smaller phytoplankton such as coccolithophores, chlorophytes, and cyanobacteria, according to Rousseaux. "One of the motivations for assimilating satellite data is that the availability of satellite data is limited to specifıc conditions," she says. "For example, data in the Southern Ocean are only available for about half of the year at best as a result of the presence of clouds, which doesn't allow for ocean color measurements."
Rousseaux and her colleagues used the NASA sensor that flew aboard the Geo Eye OrbView-2 satellite to obtain ocean color measurements of chlorophyll. Although chlorophyll in the Northern Hemisphere was declining, they could not immediately determine what types of phytoplankton might be responsible. However, by using the model to analyze those satellite data, the researchers could distinguish between large diatoms and smaller coccolithophores, chlorophytes, and tiny cyanobacteria. "These phytoplankton groups were chosen because they grow under different conditions and have different functions in the ecosystems," she says. "Depending on the physical and nutrient conditions at any point in time and space in the model, each of the groups will grow, sink, and take up nutrients at different rates."
MINITOPIC
Ebola Update
Recent developments regarding the 2014 -2015 outbreak of the Ebola virus in West Africa include:
• As of November, the Ebola virus is no longer being transmitted in Sierra Leone, according Their results are "in full agreement" with our controversial results "in terms of magnitude and degree of decline on a global basis," says Marlon Lewis professor of Oceanography at Dalhousie University in Halifax, Nova Scotia, Canada, citing results he published several years ago with his collaborators Daniel Boyce and Boris Worm. Their model "allows further exploration in terms of changes in the community composition of the phytoplankton and concludes that diatoms appear to be the most affected."
The NASA scientists attribute that decline to changes in ocean stratifıca-tion, Lewis continues. However, he adds, "The situation is complicated" because any reduction in the vertical flux of carbon associated with sinking diatoms is not directly connected to changes in the air-sea flux. Says Rousseaux, the diatom decline, while statistically signifıcant, is not severe, but it is something to monitor as ocean conditions change, whether due to natural variation or climate change.
Barry DiGregorio is a freelance writer in Middleport, N.Y.
NEW FROM ASM
Survey of DNA Viruses in Skin Bares Previously Underappreciated Diversity David C. Holzman
The fırst comprehensive survey of skinassociated, doublestranded DNA viruses reveals 90% of them as being biological "dark matter," that is, previously unknown to science, according to Elizabeth Grice of the University of Pennsylvania Perelman School of Medicine in Philadelphia, and her collaborators. Overall the fındings reveal a "previously underappreciated diversity, encoded functions, and viral-microbial dynamic unique to the human skin virome," they note. Details appeared 20 October 2015 in mBio (doi:10.1128/mBio.01578 -15).
"The technique we used to isolate and sequence the viruses had never been applied to the skin, in part because it is very technically challenging," Grice says. However, newer techniques for purifying viral particles as well as improvements in DNA sequencing, including some that arose during the course of this analysis, enabled the investigators to extract a great deal of information from unusually small quantities of DNA, she says. "New library preparation techniques and kits became available, allowing us to sequence less than 1 ng of DNA. The previous library prep method required around 50 ng of DNA, so we would have had to use whole genome amplifıcation to acquire that much input material.
"The viruses were particularly intriguing because they have the potential to influence composition and pathogenicity of the bacterial component of the skin microbiome," Grice continues. Indeed, a principal motivation for doing this analysis was to establish a baseline
MINITOPIC
Microorganisms at Cross-Purposes, Leaping across Biological Kingdoms
Here are several unusual examples of microorganisms working across biological kingdoms, often to the detriment of other organisms that they encounter:
• 
